Central nervous system susceptibility to herpes simplex infection.
Four days after inoculation of herpes simplex virus (HSV) on the rabbit cornea, distinctive and reproducible lesions appear in the trigeminal root entry zone. These viral lesions, situated in the central nervous system (CNS) portion of the root, consist of severe myelin destruction accompanied by mononuclear cell infiltration and partial sparing of axons. Immunofluorescent study demonstrated abundant viral antigen, and by electron microscopy viral nucleocapsids were found to be numerous within astrocytes and were rarely found in other cell types. In contrast, the adjacent peripheral nervous system (PNS) tissue appears unaffected by the presence of virus. The mechanism for this marked difference in response of the central nervous system and the peripheral nervous system may depend upon the susceptibility of astrocytes to viral infection and replication. The selective nature of the lesion provides an easily reproducible model for further investigation of the response of nervous system tissue to HSV.